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Commuter Benefits Ordinance 
The Seattle Commuter Benefits Ordinance becomes effective on January 1, 2020. The ordinance encourages employees 
to take transit or vanpool to work, which reduces traffic congestion and carbon emissions.  Pre-tax deductions result in 
savings for both workers and businesses. The Seattle Office of Labor Standards (OLS) is responsible for implementing the 
ordinance.  OLS will work diligently alongside the Seattle Department of Transportation (SDOT), Commute Seattle, and 
other community partners to provide information and resources that the Seattle community, including small businesses, 
need to understand these new rights and requirements. 
  

Pre-tax Deductions for Commuter Benefits  
Under this ordinance, an employer must allow an employee to make a pre-tax deduction from their monthly paycheck 
to cover transit and vanpool expenses.  Each year, the Internal Revenue Service sets the total allowable amount that an 
employee can deduct.  In 2019, the limit is $265 per employee per month for transit (bus, light rail, ferry, and water taxi) 
and vanpool. OLS will update this document with relevant future amounts when available.  Please also see the Internal 
Revenue Service Employer’s Tax Guide to Fringe Benefits (2019) for more information.  
 
Covered employers can meet their obligation under the ordinance by doing one of the following: 

1. Allowing employees to make a pre-tax deduction up to the full amount allowed by federal law; or, 
2. Subsidizing all or part of the purchase price of a transit pass. 

 
Note: Future rulemaking will impact these requirements, including about how using an employer subsidy will satisfy the 
ordinance’s requirements. Please check back with us in 2019 for more details. 
 

Employers & Employees 
The ordinance applies to businesses who employ at least 20 employees worldwide.  The ordinance does not apply to 
government entities and tax-exempt organizations.   
 
Whether the ordinance applies to an employee depends on the number of hours the employee worked in the previous 
month. The ordinance will apply to an employee if they worked at least an average of 10 hours per week in the previous 
month.  Employers must offer the pre-tax deduction within 60 days of the employee commencing employment.  Once 
an employee selects the pre-tax deduction, the business must provide the deduction within 30 calendar days. 
 

Education & Enforcement 
In 2019 and 2020, the Office of Labor Standards will develop administrative rules and enforcement procedures for the 
ordinance. Employers are required to comply with the ordinance beginning January 1, 2020.  However, OLS will not take 
enforcement action until January 1, 2021. During the two-year period before enforcement begins, OLS, SDOT, Commute 
Seattle and other community partners will focus on educating workers and the business community, including small 
businesses, about the ordinance.  
 

For information about ordinance requirements and future rulemaking, visit the Office of Labor Standards’ web 
site or by calling our office at 206-256-5297. 
 

https://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/p15b.pdf
https://www.irs.gov/pub/irs-pdf/p15b.pdf
http://www.seattle.gov/laborstandards/
http://www.seattle.gov/laborstandards/
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For information on creating a commuter benefits program, contact Commute Seattle, a community partner 
contracted by the Seattle Department of Transportation, by visiting the Commute Seattle web site, by calling 
206-613-3233, or by emailing Pre-Tax@commuteseattle.com.  
 
Note: Information provided by the Office of Labor Standards, Commute Seattle, or the Seattle Department of 
Transportation does not constitute legal advice, create an agency decision, or establish an attorney-client 
relationship with the recipient of the information. 

 
After January 1, 2021, OLS will accept complaints about alleged violations of this ordinance. The ordinance is designed 
with voluntary compliance in mind.  Even after OLS enforcement begins, OLS may provide a business with a 90-day 
voluntary “cure” period during which an employer has an opportunity to achieve compliance.  In that event, OLS will not 
pursue further investigation.  
 

Written Resources 
 
Seattle Municipal Code (SMC) – Commuter Benefits Ordinance (Chapter 14.30) 
 
Commuter Benefits Questions and Answers (Q&A) (downloadable document under Resources Section) 
 

https://commuteseattle.com/go/pretax/
mailto:Pre-Tax@commuteseattle.com
http://seattle.legistar.com/LegislationDetail.aspx?ID=3595664&GUID=66D370CF-D456-4039-BCB9-8D773243C808&Options=Advanced&Search=&FullText=1
http://www.seattle.gov/laborstandards/ordinances/commuter-benefits

